
Kooth is dedicated to developing an evidence base for its innovative services. 
We work closely with leading academic and industry partners to achieve 
this.

As this pack demonstrates, we innovate in our research work as much as 
we do in our service provision to ensure users are at the forefront of mental 
health research.

This is just a flavour of what we do. For more, please visit here. Or feel free 
to contact me. 

Aaron Sefi 

Chief Research Officer
aaron@kooth.com

Kooth Research:
A Chronology,
2011 - 2021
An interactive PDF outlining a decade of research.

Introduction

Interactive Document

https://kooth.com/about-us/research


Kooth provides an innovative mental health service, and has had a person centered 
approach since the beginning. In 2011 we first established whether a therapeutic 
alliance (a key indicator of good outcome in therapy) could be established through text 
based messaging:

Understanding the online therapeutic alliance 
through the eyes of adolescent service users

“The therapeutic alliance is a concept that has received a great deal 
of attention within face-to-face counselling. Furthermore, links have 
been made between the creation of strong alliances and successful 
therapeutic outcomes.”

Terry Hanley
2012 Read paper

Findings
Online counselling may help with the initial engagement phase, improving access for 
hard-to-reach groups.
 
• After initial engagement, the relationship focuses on ‘developing rapport’ and 

‘establishing control’. 

• The rapport is influenced by computer-mediated communication skills, and possible 
technical issues. 

• The power dynamics are often different compared to face-to-face counselling, which 
may sometimes cause issues for ‘establishing control’ from the counsellor.

2011: The Therapeutic Alliance

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14733145.2011.560273?needAccess=true&journalCode=rcpr20


Patient Reported Outcome Measures (PROMS) were being widely adopted across face-to-
face (f2f) Mental Health provision. 

Kooth adopted the YP-CORE measure in response. Research followed to investigate 
whether YP-CORE was a sufficient measure of change in an online counselling platform.

Examining the complexities of measuring 
effectiveness of online counselling for young 
people using routine evaluation data

“As mental health services for young people develop, the need for 
evaluation and audit to justify expenditure follows suit.”

Terry Hanley / Aaron Sefi 
2012 Read paper

Findings
Young people seeking online counselling had significantly higher onset levels of distress 
compared to users of equivalent f2f services.

• The higher scores may be caused by online service attracting users with more complex 
needs, online disinhibition, or due to differences in power dynamics. 

• Evaluating outcomes of online counselling is often more complex than for f2f services. 

• YP-CORE as an outcome may not show change when used to assess brief or sporadic 
counselling sessions.

2012: Standardised Measures

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02643944.2011.651224


Goal Based Outcomes were developed and established across CAMHS (Law et al). These 
challenge ‘academic-defined outcomes’, by focusing on what outcomes matter to users. 
 
Kooth was an early adopter of Goal Based Outcomes, and developed a unique version 
with additional taxonomy called the Counselling Goals System (CoGS).

Comparing Online and Face-to-Face Student 
Counselling: What Therapeutic Goals Are 
Identified and What Are the Implications for 
Educational Providers?

Terry Hanley, 
Aaron Sefi,
Zehra Ersahin  
& Judith Hebron
2016

Read paper

Findings
• Three categories of goals were identified:  

 
(1) Intrapersonal goals, 
(2) Interpersonal goals,  
(3) Intrapersonal goals directly related to others. 

• Online users had a significantly greater number of Intrapersonal goals directly related 
to others, compared to face-to-face goals.  

• Online users more frequently selected goals related to ‘improving relationships with 
friends’, whilst face-to-face user’s selected ‘improving relationships with family’ goals 
more frequently.

2015-17: Novel Goal Measure

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-psychologists-and-counsellors-in-schools/article/comparing-online-and-facetoface-student-counselling-what-therapeutic-goals-are-identified-and-what-are-the-implications-for-educational-providers/777AC6513390552DD8710F15164EF128


Kooth collects a vast amount of data. In 2017 this data was analysed and published 
in an independent report by the Education Policy Institute, along with findings from 
interviews.

Online Mental Health Support for Young 
People: Educational Policy Institute Report 

“The report finds Kooth online counselling is popular and effective in 
increasing access to care and providing choice. The anonymous nature 
of the service was found to be a big benefit for children
and young people.”

Emily Frith 
2017

Read paper

Findings
• 71% of Kooth clients are female, compared to 52% to CAMHS.  

• 17.6% of Kooth users are from ethnic minority backgrounds, compared to 10% in 
CAMHS. 

• 69% of Kooth log-ins occur outside of traditional working hours.  

• Stress and anxiety are the most common reasons for accessing Kooth. 

• The main reason why young people choose online counselling is anonymity. 

2017: Kooth Independent Research

https://epi.xenzone.com/


Kooth provides different types of support for a range of users.   

The Kooth Theory of Change Report describes the different routes users can take within 
Kooth, and the possible outcomes associated with the routes.

A Positive Virtual Ecosystem: The Theory of 
Change for Kooth

Terry Hanley,
Aaron Sefi,
Janet Grauberg,
Lynne Green,
& Julie Prescott 

2020
Read paper

Findings
• Therapeutic Content and Peer Support: Users read and create online content. Users 

understand their emotions are normal, and other people have had similar experiences. 

• Responsive Therapeutic Support: Users ‘drop in’ for single chat sessions, have a 
strong sense of control, and feel heard and accepted.  

• Structured Therapy: Users engage in a series of chat sessions by appointment with 
a named worker. Users become more self -aware, and are better able to deal with 
difficult situations in life. 

• Ongoing Therapy: Users have extended period of therapy and  become  more resilient 
and emotionally aware.

2019-20: The Theory of Change

http://explore.kooth.com/theory-of-change


Peer Communication 
in Online Mental 
Health Forums 
for Young People: 
Directional and 
Nondirectional 
Support (2017)
 
Julie Prescott, Terry 
Hanley, Katalin Ujhelyi

Aim: We wanted to 
understand how users 
engage with each other 
in the community.

Findings: Online Forums 
provide informational 
and emotional support. 
The support can also 
be directional, where 
individuals give explicit 
advice, or nondirective 
where support is 
provided by individuals 
sharing their experiences. 

Findings from the 
Kooth Evaluation: 
CPEC Report (2021)
 
Madeleine Stevens et al

Aim: We developed 
some new tools for the 
community and wanted 
to assess the impact 
of these and the wider 
community work, in 
our second large scale 
independent study with 
the LSE

Findings: Seven out of 
eleven outcome measure 
showed significant 
improvements between 
the baseline assessment 
and the follow up 
overall. Three measures 
showing improvements 
specifically for users of 
the community spaces. 

Enhancing Peer 
Support on Kooth: A 
Progress Report (2020)
 
Charlotte Mindel & 
Crystal Oppong

Aim: We also wanted 
to find ways to measure 
the impact of this, 
using our knowledge 
from the theory of 
change 

Findings: A measure 
to capture the 
quality of the Kooth 
online community 
and satisfaction of 
users was developed 
and validated. An 
interactive, multi-stage 
process placed users 
at the focus of the 
research. 

Read paper Read paper Read paper

2019-21: Impact of the Kooth Community

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28768607/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cpec/assets/documents/koothevaluation.pdf
https://assets.ctfassets.net/7txezq3rcjip/7ivSoL6yyVtclZRTHK7C5I/0c96bee9ed0df4ca6c8344d06b67cbf3/NB_Kooth_P2P_report_doc_AW_WEB.pdf


Online counselling and goal achievement: 
Exploring meaningful change and the types of 
goals progressed by young people

Jenna Jacob,  
Luis Costa da Silva,
Aaron Sefi
& Julian Edbrooke-Childs 

2021
Read paper

Aim: We wanted to demonstrate the most meaningful outcomes that users want to 
achieve, using goals data.

Findings: When goal setting was analysed for Kooth users using the meaningful change 
index, 55.6% of young people showed meaningful goal improvement. 

Online counselling 
and goal 
achievement: 
Exploring 
meaningful 
change and the 
types of goals 
progressed by 
young people
 
Charlotte Mindel, 
Crystal Oppong, 
Emily Rothwell, 
Aarron Sefi, Jenna 
Jacob (2020)

Aim: We wanted to know if there 
was a global measure that could 
capture all needs

Findings: Standardised measures 
can capture concordance 
between online service users and 
practitioners with reasonably high 
reliability (Mindel et al, 2021). 

Three standardised measures 
were accessed on acceptability, 
applicability and appropriateness. 
The SWEMWBS had the highest 
level of acceptability, but the 
lowest applicability. The SDQ and 
the YP-CORE had similar outcomes 
(Sefi & Frampton, 2020).Read paper Read paper

Testing, testing, 
one, two, three: 
Service user 
evaluation of 
three standard 
measures of mental 
health and well-
being in an online 
counselling and 
support service for 
children and young 
people
 
Aaron Sefi, Ian 
Frampton (2020)

2020-21: User-Centric Outcomes

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/capr.12363
https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/camh.12456
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/capr.12368


Aim: We wanted to ask young people what was helpful and unhelpful about using 
services like Kooth

Findings: Four main domains of helpful and unhelpful factors were identified: 1) 
anonymity, 2) access, 3) communication, and 4) control. Control was a particularly 
important element for young people and was an underlying aspect across all themes. 

Aim: We wanted to find out about the experiences of Covid-19 lockdown for vulnerable 
young people, via the mediated account of Kooth practitioners

Findings: Four key themes were identified, defining the experiences of vulnerable 
children and young people who had used Kooth during Covid-19 lockdown in the UK: 1) 
Escalation of Risk, 2) The experience and consequence of loss, 3) Feeling supported and 
empowered, 4) Feeling separate and isolated. These findings are critical to understanding 
how we can best support CYP moving forward out of the pandemic. 

Helpful and unhelpful elements of 
synchronous text-based therapy: A thematic 
analysis

Meera Dhesi, 
Aaron Sefi,
Mark Donati,
Jackqueline Hayes,
& Mick Cooper
2021

Alienated and unsafe: Life through the Covid-19 
lockdown for vulnerable young people (aged 11-
24 years) as revealed in web-based therapeutic 
sessions with mental health professionals 

Charlotte Mindel, 
Crystal Oppong,
Louisa Salhi
& Joanna Lockwood
2021

Read paper

Read paper

2021: Kooth Research Innovation

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/capr.12414
https://www.researchsquare.com/article/rs-819675/v1


Session Wants and Needs Outcome Measure: 
SWAN-OM (2021)

Santiago De Ossorno-Garcia
Louisa Salhi
Terry Hanley
Aaron Sefi
2021

We developed a single session measure for those users who use services briefly and 
intermittently. We have developed the SWAN-OM. We are working closely with CORC to 
validate this measure (paper due December 2021).

We are now preparing to test the measure with face-face partner providers to gain 
further validity.

Under Review

Findings
The Session Wants and Need Outcome Measure (SWAN-OM) was designed to assess the 
unique outcomes from drop in chat sessions.  

• Four phases were used in the development of the SWAN-OM: Item-classification, 
content validity, face validity, and user-experience testing. 

• The measure has demonstrated high concurrent validity, but there was insufficient 
data to identify structural validity. 

• The next step:  
 
(1) Refine the items, in order to gain structural validity.  
(2) Conduct a study of the SWAN-OM with face-to-face providers who offer similar 
single sessions.

2021: SWAN-OM



Defining the Cost Benefit of Kooth to the 
System* 

Authors to be confirmed
Report due December 2021

Kooth User Typologies and impact on 
outcomes:  A Data Science study* 

Authors to be confirmed
Trajectories paper due Dec 2021

User-centric outcome measures: Progressions 
and new findings* 

Authors to be confirmed
Reports and papers due 2022 

Under Review

Under Review

Coming Soon

The Future - What’s Coming?

*Note publishing titles have not yet been confirmed.

For further information, please contact: 

Aaron Sefi, Chief Research and Insights Officer
aaron@kooth.com


